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“If you want to walk round Ireland,” said Constance Markievicz in a famous 1909 
speech, “dress suitably in short skirts and strong boots, leave your jewels and gold wands in the 
bank, and buy a revolver.”1 Markievicz, in addition to being one of the most prominent Irish 
Republican figures of the early twentieth century, as well as the first woman elected to a seat in 
British Parliament, was a member of a group of Irishwomen known as Cumann na mBan. 
Founded in April 1914, Cumann na mBan (the Irish Women’s Council) “was the first women’s 
nationalist organization to ally itself solely to a quasi-military organization.”2 With a 
membership including such notable women as Elizabeth O'Farrell, Dr. Kathleen Lynn, and 
Jennie Wyse-Power, Cumann na mBan played an integral role in both the 1916 Easter Rising and 
the Irish Revolution, yet their role in those events is still largely misunderstood. Many scholars 
have either ignored or downplayed the feminist intentions behind Cumann na mBan’s work. 
While the organization may have occasionally quarreled with various feminist and suffragist 
groups, the women of Cumann na mBan were not opposed to the ideas valued by those groups, 
nor did they strictly favor nationalism over women’s rights. To ignore the feminist undertones 
which were built into the very foundation of Cumann na mBan, from the organization’s history 
to the role its members played both during the Easter Rising and after, is to paint an incomplete 
picture of both the lives of Cumann na mBan members, as well as the Easter Rising and Irish 
Revolution.  
Hanna Sheehy-Skeffington, a notable Irish suffragist, at one point accused members of 
Cumann na mBan to subjugating themselves to male nationalists.3 Like other suffragists, Sheehy 
 
1 Constance Markievicz, Women, Ideals, and the Nation: Delivered to the Students’ National Literacy Society, 
Dublin. The Journal Ireland: Famous Words.  
2 Ann Matthews, Renegades: Irish Republican Women 1900-1922 (Cork: Mercier Press, 2010), 88. 
3 Matthews, Renegades: Irish Republican Women 1900-1922, 99. 
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Skeffington believed that, because their primary focus was not on suffrage, the women of 
Cumann na mBan were not feminists or did not care about issues of gender. Although this was 
an inaccurate assessment of the group’s efforts, this view informed several historical accounts of 
Cumann na mBan. This view is inaccurate, however. Rather than focusing their immediate 
efforts on suffrage, the women of Cumann na mBan created an alternate space for women in the 
public world, a space that was explicitly nationalist and, unlike typical English feminism of the 
time, revolutionary. This differed from the militant tactics of Emmeline Pankhurst and her 
organization, the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU). While the WSPU was known for 
smashing windows and assaulting police officers, Cumann na mBan provided military training to 
women in an effort to liberate Ireland from English rule.4 In doing so, Cumann na mBan looked 
to both a narrative of the past in which women held great power and respect, as well as the 
future, to envision their ideal Irish Republic.  
The women of Cumann na mBan hoped to create an Ireland where women were active 
participants in the political system and enjoyed the same rights as men to vote, “pursue the 
happiness and prosperity of the whole nation,”5 and even take up arms in the defense of their 
nation. To do so, they drew upon a mythological past, in which Irish women were granted 
equality and respect, and used it to shape their goals for the future of Ireland and create an 
alternate feminism built upon both that narrative and nationalist ideals. Where other English and 
Irish feminists focused on political representation through voting as a way for women to secure 
equal rights, the feminism of Cumann na mBan intended to achieve women’s rights through the 
 
4 Carrie Chaptman Catt Center for Women and Politics, “Emmeline Pankhurst,” (Iowa State University: Archives of 
Women’s Political Communication). 
5 5 Cumann na mBan: Circular about the Cumann na mBan, its constitution, policy for 1917-18, and organization, 




overthrow of British rule and the creation of an independent Irish state with gender equality built 
into the foundation. In an article titled “Feminism and Nationalism in India, 1917-1947,” Aparna 
Basu defined feminism as the incorporation of “a doctrine of equal rights for women, an 
organized movement to attain these rights, and an ideology of social transformation aimed at 
creating a world for women beyond simple social equality.”6 The work of Cumann na mBan, 
though rooted in nationalism, fits this definition perfectly, proving that feminist goals go beyond 
achieving legal equality.  
Historians of gender have often dismissed nationalist movements of the twentieth century 
because many of those movements were dominated by male presence and leadership. Because 
feminist scholars have often highlighted women’s groups whose primary focus was suffrage, 
women who did participate in those nationalist movements have traditionally been overlooked. 
Because of this, scholars have inadvertently drawn a dividing line between nationalism and 
feminism, even in colonized regions such as Ireland, where the two were often deeply 
intertwined. In doing so, they incorrectly pitted male revolutionaries against female suffragists. 
More recent scholarship has argued against this perceived contradiction, however, demonstrating 
that many women actually used nationalism as a tool to further their own feminist causes.7 By 
 
6 Aparna Basu, “Feminism and Nationalism in India, 1917-1947,” Journal of Women’s History, Vol. 7, No. 4, 
Winter 1995, pp. 95-107; Johns Hopkins University Press, 95. 
7 This was especially common in colonized regions such as Africa, Southeast Asia, India, and Ireland, where women 
held little influence under the heavily patriarchal nature of colonial governments, specifically those of France and 
Great Britain. Examples of women who used nationalism and independence movements to create alternate types of 
feminism include the Iraqi Women’s Union; the participation of women delegates in the Indian National Congress, 
as well as the work of individuals such as Sarojini Naidu and Bhikaji Cama; members and leaders of the Indonesian 
Women’s Movement; members of the Parti Démocratique de Guinée; and women activists in Tanzania and Nigeria. 
See: Aparna Basu, “Feminism and Nationalism in India, 1907-1947,” John Hopkins University Press: Journal of 
Women’s History Vol. 7, No. 4, Winter 1995; Carrie Hamilton, “Moving Feelings: Nationalism, Feminism, and the 
Emotions of Politics,” Oral History, 2010; Danièle Djamila Amrane-Minne, “Women and Politics in Algeria from 
the War of Independence to Our Day,” Indiana University: Research in African Literature Vol. 20, No. 3; Merry 
Wiesner-Hanks, “World History and the History of Women, Gender, and Sexuality,” Journal of World History 18, 




creating spaces for themselves and others in various male-dominated nationalist movements, 
women in the twentieth century were able to create alternate forms of feminism which allowed 
them to empower themselves in a nationalist context. Those spaces, which were centered around 
revolutionary anti-colonial acts and militant training, were also more broadly acceptable to those 
outside of the traditional feminist spheres, such as European suffrage movements. 
In this paper, I will illustrate the ways in which Cumann na mBan promoted women’s 
rights through their fight for an independent Irish Republic and thus created a feminist space for 
themselves and other women in a male-dominated movement. First, I will examine how 
nationalist feminist ideas were built into the very foundation of Cumann na mBan. Feminism 
played a significant role in their parent organization, Inghinidhe na hÉireann, as well as the 
constitution of Cumann na mBan. I will also examine the constructed narrative of the Gaelic 
Revival, a movement which directly influenced nationalist groups of the time, including 
Inghinidhe na hÉireann and Cumann na mBan. Specifically, they articulated the narrative of a 
mythological Ireland filled with strong, powerful women to popularize an image of historical 
Irish society that aligned directly with their goals for independence. In this section, I will draw 
on various primary and secondary sources, including publications from Cumann na mBan and its 
members. Second, I will refer to publications by Cumann na mBan and various suffrage groups, 
such as the Irish Women’s Franchise League, to examine the way Cumann na mBan used the 
constructed narrative of Ireland’s past to further their nationalist and feminist agenda. I will also 
demonstrate the militant nature of the group’s work to help secure an independent Irish Republic.  
 
International Journal of Middle East Studies 40, 2008; Suruchi Thapar, “Women as Activists; Women as Symbols: 
A Study of the Indian Nationalist Movement,” Feminist Review No. 44, 1993; Susan Blackburn and Helen Ting, 
eds. “Women in Southeast Asian Nationalist Movements,” Singapore: NUS Press, 2013; Susan Geiger, “Women 
and African Nationalism,” Journal of Women’s History 2, No. 1, 1990. 
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Third, using first-hand accounts of the rising, I will analyze the actions of Cumann na mBan and 
its members both during and after the rising to illustrate that they were fighting with the intention 
that men and women would be equal under the new Republic, thus demonstrating the ways in 
which they created an alternate feminism specifically for Irish women who wanted both equality 
and independence. In giving an overview of the nature of Cumann na mBan’s republican efforts, 
I will be exploring the ways that women advocated for themselves by creating alternate types of 
feminism within anti-colonial contexts.   
Historiography  
Historically, memory of Cumann na mBan has often been erased from the narrative of the 
Easter Rising. Prior to 1996, when Ruth Taillon published her book When History was Made: 
The Women of 1916, there had been only shallow reductions of the participants to either heroes 
and martyrs or traitors to the United Kingdom. This has been especially true of the women who 
were involved in the Rising, in the rare occasions where their participation was even 
acknowledged. As Taillon pointed out, women have largely been relegated to the footnotes and 
margins in the narrative of the Easter Rising, despite numerous personal accounts of the events 
written by those women.8 Though recently Cumann na mBan and its members are finally getting 
the recognition they deserve for their part in the Easter Rising and Irish Revolution, largely 
thanks to Taillon’s book, the group’s agenda, however, has still almost always been 
misconstrued.  
Even modern historians have either brushed over Cumann na mBan’s ties to feminism 
entirely or focused so heavily on feminism that they ignored the group’s significant contributions 
to the Irish Republican and Revolutionary movements. One example of this is the book Women 
 
8 Ruth Taillon, When History Was Made: The Women of 1916, (Belfast: Beyond the Pale, 1996), xiv. 
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of the Irish Revolution, by Liz Gillis. In it, she provided a brief overview of the role women 
played throughout the entire Irish Revolutionary period from 1900 until 1923. In a chapter 
dedicated to the 1916 Easter Rising, Gillis discussed thirty different women, whose roles in the 
Rising ranged from hoisting the flag of the Irish Citizens’ Army (ICA) over Liberty Hall at age 
fourteen to simply supporting soldiers who fought in the Rising as either a wife, mother, or 
sister.9 In Women of the Irish Revolution, Gillis focused her research on the lives of specific, 
individual women. Gillis’ biographical approach highlighted individual women’s contributions 
to the Irish Revolution, but said little about Cumann na mBan and its ideals.  
In Cumann na mBan and the Irish Revolution, Cal McCarthy attempted to “construct a 
broader history of Cumann na mBan’s part in the revolution.”10 And while McCarthy achieved 
that objective, by his own admission, the book did not place any particular emphasis on Cumann 
na mBan’s “partial intellectual attachment to feminism.”11 Rather than focusing on the feminist 
nature of Cumann na mBan’s revolutionary work, McCarthy focused on their agenda as Irish 
nationalists. In spite of this admission, however, McCarthy touched on the ways Cumann na 
mBan incorporated feminist ideas and beliefs into their Republican agenda. McCarthy argued 
that “The determination of nationalist women to place themselves by the sides of the men, during 
what came to be regarded as the birth of a new nation, ensured that this new generation of 
republicans could not ignore changing opinions regarding the female role in Irish society.”12 
Though McCarthy acknowledged the ways feminism and Republicanism were interwoven into 
the ideologies of Cumann na mBan, he saw feminism more as an unintended consequence of that 
Republicanism, rather than an idea that was, in a way, fundamentally part of it. Yet to fail to 
 
9 Liz Gillis, Women of the Irish Revolution (Cork: Mercier Press, 2016), 37-64. 
10 Cal McCarthy, Cumann na mBan and the Irish Revolution (Cork: The Collins Press, 2014), 3. 
11 McCarthy, Cumann na mBan and the Irish Revolution, 3.  
12 McCarthy, Cumann na mBan and the Irish Revolution, 70. 
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recognize the relationship between nationalism and feminism within the philosophy of Cumann 
na mBan is to remove an important part of their narrative and influence.  
While McCarthy largely dismissed feminist elements of Cumann na mBan as an 
unintended consequence of nationalism, Ann Matthews explored the complex relationship 
between Cumann na mBan and other feminist groups, through specifically the women’s suffrage 
movement. She cited one specific incident, where noted suffragist Hanna Sheehy Skeffington 
accused the members of Cumann na mBan of being ‘Nationalist Slave women’13 and which was 
most likely the main catalyst for the period of conflict between Cumann na mBan and the 
women’s suffrage group known as the Irish Women’s Franchise League. According to 
Matthews, there had been no prior amnesty between the groups before then, though the IWFL 
leaders expressed a belief that the women of Cumann na mBan should focus their efforts on 
suffrage, rather than nationalism. Though Matthews’ monograph convincingly illustrated the 
tensions between these groups, she glossed over their similarities, particularly regarding the ways 
in which feminism was subtly built into the Republican ideology of Cumann na mBan. In 
addition, she reduced the group’s Republican efforts to an unintended consequence of other 
affiliations, rather than attributing their participation in the Rising to their feminist, Republican 
ideology.14 In this project, I build on Matthew’s discussion by showing the ways in which 
nationalism and feminism not only intersected, but were mutually supportive, in the ideas and 
experiences of the women of Cumann na mBan.   
Women’s Associations and the Construction of an Inclusive Irish Nation 
 The feminist nature of Cumann na mBan’s activities dates back to the very foundation of 
the group, which was founded in 1914 on a combination of republican and feminist principles. 
 
13 Matthews, Renegades: Irish Republican Women 1900-1922, 99. 
14 Matthews, Renegades: Irish Republican Women 1900-1922, 80. 
Brandal 8 
 
At that point in time, Ireland was a place of turmoil, as Irish resistance to English colonial rule 
grew steadily. By the late 1800s, many Irish people began to embrace the idea of Home Rule, 
largely due to the lingering memories of the Great Famine, prison ships being sent to Australia, 
and intense economic devastation. With the Home Rule movement came the Gaelic Revival, a 
movement to revive pride in Irish heritage by referring back to the old Gaelic traditions. There 
were many different aspects to this revival, including literature, language, music, and sport.15 
The various organizations that came about as a result of these movements were immensely 
popular with both men and women alike.  
In recent decades, theorists have pointed out that nationalists often reinvent and 
mythologize the past to advance the nationalist cause. This played a large part in the agenda of 
those responsible for the Gaelic Revival. Cumann na mBan then took those ideas and made them 
more inclusive to women to achieve a future for Ireland built upon equality between men and 
women. 16 According to historian Ann Matthews, many of the groups that came about during the 
Gaelic Revival provided women with “an alternative social life” to the rigidity of Victorian 
expectations, as well as “a means whereby both sexes could meet in a respectable setting.”17  
More importantly, however, these groups provided many women, including several 
founding members of Cumann na mBan, with the foundation to build their political careers. Áine 
Ceannt who, as one of the original members of Cumann na mBan, carried dispatches across 
 
15 Villanova University, Gaelic Revival, Falvey Memorial Library, https://exhibits.library.villanova.edu/jack-butler-
yeats/revival.  
16 Noted scholars who have delt with this issue in depth include Benedict Anderson and Eric Hobsbawm in their 
books, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism and The Invention of Tradition, 
respectively. In Imagined Communities, Anderson defined the nation as an imagined community and argued that 
both nationalism and nationality are used to create identities for various groups of people. Hobsbawm, similarly, 
argued in a series of essays that there is nothing natural about what people consider to be “tradition” and the various 
ways in which such traditions are constructed and adopted by societies. See: Benedict Anderson, Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, (London: Verso Editions/NLB), 1983; Eric 
Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 1983. 
17 Matthews, Renegades: Irish Republican Women 1900-1922, 16.  
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Dublin throughout the week of the Easter Rising was also a prominent member of the Gaelic 
League and its promotion of the Irish language. Jennie Wyse Power, future Cumann na mBan 
president, was also involved with the Gaelic League.18 
 In a 1918 leaflet, Cumann na mBan explicitly referenced the Gaelic Revival, stating that 
By taking their places in the firing line, and in every other way helping in the 
establishment of the Irish Republic, they [the women of Cumann na mBan who 
participated in the Easter Rising] have regained for the women of Ireland the rights that 
belonged to them under the old Gaelic civilisation, where sex was no bar to citizenship, 
and where women were free to devote to the service of their country every talent and 
capacity with which they were endowed.19 
 
This statement suggested that women in pre-colonial Ireland enjoyed rights and liberties which 
would later be denied to them under English rule. That belief was fundamental to the Gaelic 
Revival and the many women’s organizations which came out of it, including the Gaelic League 
and Inghinidhe na hÉireann, which translates to the “Daughters of Erin [Ireland],” the women’s 
organization that would later evolve and become a branch of Cumann na mBan. It was also a 
foundational idea for the independent Irish Republic Cumann na mBan hoped to eventually 
create.   
Perhaps the most famous female figure to come out of the Gaelic Revival was Maud 
Gonne MacBride, mentor to Constance Markievicz and one of the founders of Inghinidhe na 
hÉireann. Though she was born in Aldershot, England, and spent much of her time in France, 
Maud Gonne MacBride’s entire life was dedicated to Ireland and fighting for justice in Ireland.20 
She even went so far as to call herself “Ireland’s Joan of Arc.”21 MacBride was one of the most 
 
18 Matthews, Renegades: Irish Republican Women 1900-1922, 13-15. 
19 Cumann na mBan. Tom Clarke and Kathleen Clarke Papers, 1890-1972. Cumann na mBan leaflet containing 
regulations and suggested activities, 19918-1919. MS 49,356/6/6/2. National Library of Ireland, Dublin, Republic of 
Ireland. 
20 Gillis, Women of the Irish Revolution, 13. 
21 Matthews, Renegades: Irish Republican Women 1900-1922, 37. 
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notable activists nationalist, socialist, and feminist causes throughout Ireland.22 She led a 
movement for famine relief in the 1890s in Donegal and Mayo, and also protesting evictions of 
farmers by British landlords all throughout Ireland.23 Most notable of MacBride’s 
accomplishments was her place on the committee that founded Inghinidhe na hÉireann. Initially, 
the group’s purpose was to protest Queen Victoria’s official visit to Ireland, especially the 
“Diamond Jubilee,” which was being held for children in honor of the queen. The event was 
controversial due to the fundraising efforts of the committee in charge of funding the party, as 
they were collecting donations from businesses in Dublin. According to Ann Matthews, people 
protested the event because the felt the planning committee was using the children “to convey 
the impression that Ireland was a loyal colony of the British Empire.”24  
Shortly after the protest, the women changed the name of the committee (which had 
previously been called the Ladies Committee for the Patriotic Children’s Treat) to Inghinidhe na 
hÉireann and elected Maud Gonne MacBride as president. The organization, which was 
comprised entirely of women, was “political, social and feminist,” supporting full Irish 
independence, free meals for children at school, and women’s suffrage.” 25 The women of 
Inghinidhe na hÉireann also published a periodical, titled Bean na hÉireann (Woman of Ireland) 
directed exclusively towards women. In addition to fashion advice, it featured nationalist articles 
urging young women to refrain from associating with English soldiers, as well as literature and 
poetry and stories from traditional Irish mythology.26  
 
22 National Library of Ireland, Those That Set the Stage: Maud Gonne MacBride and Inghinidhe na hÉireann, 
accessed February 4, 2021, http://www.nli.ie/1916/exhibition/en/content/stagesetters/force/maudgonne/. 
23 NLI, Those That Set the Stage.  
24 Matthews, Renegades: Irish Republican Women 1900-1922, 35.  
25 NLI, Those That Set the Stage.  
26 Inghinidhe na hÉireann: Bean na Heireann, December 1910, http://hdl.handle.net/10599/10464, Defence Forces 
Ireland Military Archives, Dublin, Republic of Ireland.  
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After Maud Gonne relinquished some of her control of the group, Inghinidhe na 
hÉireann, under the presidential leadership of Helena Molony, became more interested in 
Republicanism and the idea of rebellion, shifting their focus from the instruction of Irish history 
and culture to looking towards the future of the nation. She had been responsible for launching 
Bean na hÉireann in 1908, as well as introducing Constance Markievicz to the group that same 
year.27 In a testimony later in her life, Molony described Inghinidhe na hÉireann’s objectives as 
being “the complete separation of Ireland from England, and the re-establishment of her ancient 
culture,”28 showing the organization’s shift towards nationalism, as well as hearkening back to 
that idea of an ancient Celtic culture in which women were equal to men, which they used to 
support their nationalist agenda.  
At the height of its political activity between 1903 and 1911, Inghinidhe na hÉireann was 
as controversial as it was popular with women; in addition to teaching classes in Irish history and 
language, the women of Inghinidhe na hÉireann were very politically active. One of their more 
common activities was distributing leaflets to young Irish women, specifically those who had 
been seen with English soldiers. These flyers were meant to discourage the girls from associating 
with the English, who were considered the enemy of Ireland.29 Nationalism was still widely 
unpopular among women in Ireland at the time, however, and members of Inghinidhe na 
hÉireann, who often worked in shops and offices, knew their association with the group was 
dangerous. The women were aware that their jobs, as well as the employment of spouses and 
family members, could have been terminated at any time. By associating with a nationalist 
organization, they were putting their very livelihoods on the line during a period when the Irish 
 
27 Matthews, Renegades: Irish Republican Women 1900-1922, 68.  
28 Helena Molony: Witness Testimony of Helena Molony, Military Archives, Dublin, Republic of Ireland, 1. 
29 Sinéad McCoole, No Ordinary Women: Irish Female Activists in the Revolutionary Years 1900-1923 (Dublin: 
O’Brien Press), 21. 
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economy was not terribly strong. Due to the danger they faced, the women of Inghinidhe na 
hÉireann often relied on “male protection” in addition to using pseudonyms to retain 
anonymity.30 Maud Gonne and Constance Markievicz, for example, selected names from Irish 
antiquity, to further emphasize the group’s links to the perceived history of Ireland. For her 
pseudonym, Maud Gonne selected ‘Maeve,’ the name of a legendary warrior queen, and 
Markievicz chose ‘Macha,’ one of the three aspects of the goddess(es) known collectively as 
‘The Morrigan.’ As part of their attempts to protect their anonymity, Inghinidhe na hÉireann 
members had no uniform, thought they did occasionally wear a badge to signify membership 
within the group.  
By 1911, Inghinidhe na hÉireann was declining, despite Molony’s best efforts. Early in 
the year, she, along with Countess Markievicz was arrested for her part in a demonstration 
against the visit of King Edward VII and for breaching the peace, shortly after which she spent a 
week in jail.31 Though the group’s effectiveness receded after Molony’s arrest as she was one of 
the group’s primary leaders, it was never formally dissolved and, in 1914 when a group of about 
one hundred women founded Cumann na mBan, they incorporated Inghinidhe na hÉireann as a 
branch of the new organization. Thus, Maud Gonne’s Irish “daughters” lost their status as an 
independent group and became ‘the Inghinidhe na hÉireann branch of Cumann na mBan.’32 Still, 
Inghinidhe na hÉireann helped pave the way for women building a sphere for themselves in 
nationalist Ireland. As historian Sinead McCoole put it, “by taking part in the organization, these 
women were stepping outside the norms of a time when such political activity was seen as 
 
30 McCoole, No Ordinary Women, 22-23. 
31 Mattehws, Renegades: Irish Republican Women 1900-1922, 77. 
32 Matthews, Renegades: Irish Republican Women 1900-1922, 96. 
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irreconcilable with the feminine aspects of their personalities and with their role as mothers, 
wives, and sweethearts.”33 
 While Inghinidhe na hÉireann had focused most of its attention on Irish culture and 
history, as well as trying to help local communities, Cumann na mBan had more radical, even 
militant goals. Its constitution began by declaring the organization “an independent body of Irish 
women pledged to work for the Irish Republic by organizing and training the women of Ireland 
to take their place by the side of those who are working and fighting for its recognition.”34 The 
constitution, which was adopted by a unanimous vote from the original members of the 
provisional committee, outlined four main objectives for the group. The objectives were laid out 
as follows: “to advance the cause of Irish liberty,” “to organize Irishwomen in furtherance of this 
objective,” “to assist in arming and equipping a body of Irishmen for the defense of Ireland,” and 
“to form a fund for these purposes to be called ‘the defense of Ireland fund.” 35 These quotations 
demonstrate two important facts about Cumann na mBan: first, that its main priority was an 
independent Irish Republic, second, that its members believed the place of women in the 
movement to be “by the side” of the men. In short, they clearly stated that they intended to 
organize and train women to take their place, as equals, beside the men fighting for the Republic, 
and they remained consistent in these plans all throughout the struggle for independence. To 
defend these militant efforts, they drew upon the ideas of warrior queens and goddesses from 
Ireland’s mythic past.   
 
 
33 McCoole, No Ordinary Women, 23. 
34 Cumann na mBan: Constitution, August 1957, TSCH/3/S16299, Department of the Taoiseach, National Archives, 
Dublin, Republic of Ireland. 
35 Cumann na mBan: Constitution, August 1957, TSCH/3/S16299, Department of the Taoiseach, National Archives, 
Dublin, Republic of Ireland. 
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An Alternate Feminism: Cumann na mBan’s Militant Egalitarianism 
 The actions of Cumann na mBan members during and after the Rising, as well as 
correspondents and leaflets from the group, demonstrate that they fought under the assumption 
that men and women would be equal under the new Republic. Members of Cumann na mBan 
had made their intentions clear from the beginning. In a manifesto published in a 1914 issue of 
the Irish Volunteer, the organization sent out a reminder to members that they should abide by 
the organization’s constitution and “the principles of nationality, which are the bedrock on which 
alone any vital national movement can be safely built.”36 Throughout that manifesto Cumann na 
mBan continually referred to itself as “the Women’s Section of the Irish Volunteers.”37 “The 
Irish Volunteers” was the self-proclaimed title of the men who fought against the British during 
the week of Easter 1916. In declaring themselves to be the women’s section of the Volunteers, 
members of Cumann na mBan asserted that they were just as active and valuable as the men.   
This assertion contradicted the role patriarchal society would have had them play. Before 
Cumann na mBan’s official founding, many of its members had contemplated joining the 
existing branches of the Volunteers. In their official manifesto, however, the Irish Volunteers 
articulated the role they imagined for women within their organization. Ranks of the Volunteers 
were  
…open to all able bodied Irishmen without distinction of creed, politics or social grade. 
Means will be found whereby Irishmen unable to serve as ordinary Volunteers will be 
enabled to aid the Volunteer forces in various capacities. There will also be work for the 
women to do, and there are signs that the women of Ireland, true to their record, are 
especially enthusiastic for the success of the Volunteers.38 
 
 
36 “Manifesto from Cumann na mBan: The Women’s Section of the Volunteer Movement,” The Irish Volunteer: 
Vol. 1, No. 37, 17 October 1914, Military Archives, Dublin, Republic of Ireland.    
37 “Manifesto from Cumann na mBan: The Women’s Section of the Volunteer Movement,” The Irish Volunteer: 
Vol. 1, No. 37, 17 October 1914, Military Archives, Dublin, Republic of Ireland.    
38 Manifesto of the Irish Volunteers, 1913, http://hdl.handle.net/10599/9706, National Library of Ireland, Dublin, 
Republic of Ireland.  
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While the manifesto offered a role for women within the volunteers, the actual situation around 
women’s membership was far more complicated. The leaders of the Volunteers did not want to 
alienate any potential supporters by denying women membership outright, but they also 
prevented women from having significant involvement within the organization.39 This left 
nationalist women with a choice: either they could join the Volunteers in a traditionally 
feminine, and therefore subservient, role, or they could form their own organization. Since men 
would not provide them the opportunities they desired, the women of Cumann na mBan created 
opportunities for themselves. 
 The first line of the organization’s constitution declared it “an independent body of Irish 
women pledged to work for the Irish Republic, by organizing and training the women of Ireland 
to take their place by the side of those who are working and fighting for its recognition.”40 From 
its founding, Cumann na mBan was intended to be a militaristic group in which a woman would 
not be held back by her gender. In addition to declaring themselves the men’s equals, the women 
of Cumann na mBan put in the work to prove it. The second item listed under “policy” in the 
organization’s constitution was “to develop the suggested military activities in conjunction with 
the I.R.A. [Irish Republican Army, which descended from the Irish Volunteers].”41 Cumann na 
mBan put its women through the same rigorous training that their male counterparts experienced 
in preparation for a revolution. These activities included physical training courses, as well as 
activities such as scouting, weapon maintenance, intelligence work, target practice (when 
 
39 McCarthy, Cumann na mBan and the Irish Revolution, 12. 
40 Cumann na mBan: Constitution, August 1957, TSCH/3/S16299, Department of the Taoiseach, National Archives, 
Dublin, Republic of Ireland. 
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ammunition was available), assisting prisoner escapes, commandeering supplies, and route 
marching.42  
Members of Cumann na mBan in the northern branches, as well as those in various areas 
of Scotland, also dedicated much of their time to obtaining weapons for the nationalist cause. 
Margaret Skinnider, captain of the Ann Devlin branch of Cumann na mBan, and a women 
identified as Miss O’Neil were responsible for hauling several loads of guns and ammunition 
from Glasgow to Dublin.43 Lizzie Morrin, a dressmaker, also aided the cause by creating 
waistcoats and jackets with hidden pockets, in which guns and ammunition could be easily 
smuggled.44 Morrin’s contributions exemplified that women make for very effective smugglers, 
not just because they were frequently underestimated, but because their voluminous clothing 
clothing also provided ample opportunity for concealment.45 Even the leaders of the Rising who 
were in favor of suffrage believed that women’s concerns came after the Revolution. Rather than 
accepting this, Cumann na mBan intertwined feminist ideals into the revolution, defying this 
attitude and carving out a space for themselves within the fight for independence.  
The work of Skinnider, O’Neil, Morrin, and other Cumann na mBan smugglers predicts 
the role of many women during the Algerian War of Independence.46 After 1955, the desperation 
of the situation in Algeria convinced anti-colonialists to directly involve women in the 
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Revolution.47 Women took on tasks similar to those completed by Cumann na mBan’s members, 
including bearing complicated messages and standing watch for extended periods of time outside 
a house where leaders were meeting.48 The latter task, in particular, put those women in unique 
danger, as lingering in a particular area for extended lengths of time led to women being 
harassed by young men and other passers-by. In addition to serving as lookouts, Algerian women 
were also responsible for carrying large amounts of money on behalf of the Revolution, essential 
funds which were used to purchase medicine and supplies, or care for the families of fighters 
who had been imprisoned by the French.49 
As befit the type of nation they were fighting to build, the women of Cumann na mBan 
were not content to only smuggle weapons into Ireland for men’s use. Instead, they trained to the 
best of their abilities as if they, too, were going to be soldiers fighting on the frontlines. While all 
branches of Cumann na mBan took their training seriously, the Belfast branch was known for 
being especially zealous.50 Though the Belfast branch was relatively small at around 20 
members, its members were dedicated enough to have taken part in a Christmas Shooting 
Competition in 1915, when they pitted their marksmanship skills against the local Volunteers. 
According to the January 8, 1916 edition of the Irish Volunteer, there was “fine shooting”51 on 
both sides of the competition. In first place, with a score of 92% accuracy, was Miss Kelly and 
second prize went to a woman named Miss Corr, both members of Belfast Cumann na mBan.52 
Not only did those women train extensively with firearms, but they excelled in their training, 
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enough to perform as well as if not better than the Irish Volunteers at a shooting contest. Since 
they had been denied a space within the ranks of the Volunteers, the women of Cumann na mBan 
not only created their own opportunities to participate in the militant aspects of the Irish 
nationalist movement, but also excelled in those areas, far exceeding the expectations placed on 
them by their society.  
Forgotten Fighters: The Women of Cumann na mBan in the Easter Rising 
All of Cumann na mBan’s training was completed in preparation for a rebellion exactly 
like the one which occurred in the spring of 1916, and though those women played a variety of 
important roles all throughout Dublin during Easter week, their part in the Rising is still often 
misunderstood and overlooked. In order to fully understand the manifold ways women 
participated in the Rising, however it is necessary to have background understanding of the 
events of that week. In order to keep this section brief, I have chosen to focus specifically on the 
events of the Rising from the women’s roles, as the Rising was comprised of many events 
happening throughout Dublin simultaneously. When the Easter Rising officially began on 
Monday, April 24, 1914, there was mass confusion within the nationalist ranks about what the 
actual orders were. The original plan was for Volunteers all across Ireland to revolt on Easter 
Sunday, rallying in pursuit of an independent Ireland.53 Due to a series of miscommunications, 
however, the Rising was delayed and confined to Dublin city, without the full expected number 
of rebels showing up. On Monday morning, members of the Irish Volunteers, the Irish Citizen 
Army, and the Hibernian Rifles took control of the General Post Office, which would serve as 
their headquarters for the duration of the Rising.54 At the same time, members of Cumann na 
mBan were mobilizing elsewhere, including at Palmerston Place on the north side of the city and 
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the Weavers Hall on Cork Street.55 The twenty-five women who assembled on Cork street then 
marched under the command of Commandant Éamonn Ceannt with a section of the 4th Dublin 
Battalion Irish Volunteers.56 The Rising lasted until the following Saturday, April 29, when 
Padraig Pearse sent out the official order of surrender, which was carried by Elizabeth O’Farrell.  
 A publication from October of that year listed a total of 77 Cumann na mBan members 
who were attached to Dublin garrisons during the Rising.57 Other estimates are even higher, 
placing the number of Cumann na mBan members who participated in the Rising at between 80 
and 90.58 Regardless of the exact numbers, the women of Cumann na mBan mobilized very well 
during Easter week given the conflicting and confusing instructions they were given. The women 
who were involved played a variety of significant roles throughout the Rising, though most were 
remembered for their work as dispatch carriers. Of the many women who carried dispatches 
during the Rising, Elizabeth O’Farrell was the most well-known. While all dispatch work during 
the Rising fell to Cumann na mBan members, Elizabeth O’Farrell carried the most important, 
and perhaps most dangerous, missive of the entire week. On Friday, April 28, she carried Padraig 
Pearse’s official letter of surrender from the General Post Office to the British army and returned 
to Pearse with the official reply.59 In addition to carrying the message, she accompanied Pearse 
to meet with the British on Britain Street and, afterwards, was tasked with carrying the order of 
surrender to other Dublin garrisons.60 Prior to that, she, along with Julia Grennan and a young 
woman named May McLoughlin, was responsible for carrying ammunition around the city, as 
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well as dispatches. In order to pass freely throughout the city, they disguised themselves using 
Red Cross uniforms and carried the ammunition beneath their clothes.61 This allowed them to 
pass through security checkpoints and over barricades, often right under the noses of British 
soldiers.62 Many women were also assigned the task of maintaining and preparing rations for the 
men. In the GPO, for example, the women were confined to the kitchen under the strict watch of 
Desmond Fitzgerald.63  
The women themselves, however, were not always content with their assigned roles as 
cooks and couriers. As Cal McCarthy wrote, during the Rising “Cumann na mBan members all 
over Dublin were left out of a fight in which they wished to be involved.”64 This lack of 
involvement was not for lack of willingness on their part, but due to the male leadership around 
them. Though the women of Cumann na mBan were never officially armed, they still carved out 
an important role for themselves during the Rising, often taking their own initiative to 
participate. Captain Eamon De Valera, who would later be elected president of the Republic of 
Ireland in 1959, was notorious for refusing to utilize female combatants during the Rising.65 He 
admitted in 1938 to turning Cumann na mBan members away from his garrison, claiming a lack 
of soldierly training on their part.66 He also allegedly believed that women should be spared the 
horrors of war,67 which was a common attitude of the time. It would appear that De Valera came 
to regret this decision, as Hanna Sheehy-Skeffington claimed that he admitted to her that “he 
wished he had not acted in this high-handed way”68 and called women “at once the boldest and 
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most unmanageable revolutionaries.”69 In a later testimony of the events of Easter Week from 
Cumann na mBan leader Helena Molony, Molony gave the impression that, unlike De Valera, 
Seán Connolly did not have a problem with arming women. According to Molony, “At the last 
minute, when we were going off at twelve o’clock, Connolly gave out revolvers to our girls.”70 
This did come with the caveat, however, that the young women were told not to use them 
“except in the last resort.”71 Even though Connolly willingly armed several women prior to the 
start of the Rising, he still maintained the expectation that they would stay away from the front 
lines and the majority of the action. 
Despite being told there was no place for them, many women carved out a space for 
themselves during the fight and, in doing so, put themselves in the very danger they were warned 
to avoid. Those who had been unable to locate their own battalions ended up at St. Stephen’s 
Green, including Bridget Murtagh, May Moore and Nora O’Daly, who were all members of the 
Fairview Branch of Cumann na mBan.72 O’Daly, a mother of three, had left her young children 
in her sister’s care in order to take part in the fight.73 In a 1926 article, O’Daly stated outright 
that she was “quite willing to dire to help to free Ireland” as she “believed Ireland belonged to 
the Irish people, and was willing to go to any length in securing our separation, and set about my 
task with sublime self-confidence and belief in my own capability.”74 The women at Stephen’s 
Green, under the command of Madeleine Ffrench-Mullen, commandeered vehicles, removed 
civilians from the Green, guarded the gates and tended the wounded.75 Unlike the couriers, their 
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fake Red Cross uniforms did not help them pass unnoticed, but instead painted a target on their 
backs. The British soldiers, who knew they were not actual members of the Red Cross, were not 
above shooting at anyone they saw in that uniform, though none of the women were injured.76 
By the end of the Rising, one woman, Margaretta Keogh, had been killed by a bullet and 
Margaret Skinnider was seriously injured.77  
Cumann na mBan women continued to defy the men until the very end of Easter week. 
After the order was given by Pearse to surrender, it was expected that the women would abandon 
their posts along with the men. Many of them did not. At Jacob’s factory, for example, the 
women were ordered to leave because their being taken prisoner would likely have upset the 
men. Yet Máire Nic Shiúbhlaigh confessed that she, like many of the women there, did not want 
to leave and, when seventeen year old Sara Kealy announced that she would be staying behind to 
“write letters for the men and take messages to the relatives,” Shiúbhlaigh “did not press the 
matter.”78 In order to end the fight on her own terms, the same way they had entered the fight, 
Kealy and many other women even went so far as to disobey direct orders from a superior 
officer.79 This attitude was later corroborated in Molony’s own testimony of the surrender.  
On the first day of the Rising, a group of nine women was instructed to make their way to 
Dublin Castle under Seán Connolly. This group, which included Helena Molony, was to attack 
the castle, “the citadel of foreign rule for seven hundred years,”80 in an attack that was supposed 
to be as psychological as it was physical. Molony had “my own revolver and ammunition” and 
the other women were given revolvers by James Connolly, who warned them not to use them 
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“except in the last resort.”81 Though they were unable to breach the castle, the group remained 
for the duration of the Rising, even remaining in place as the British occupied the building they 
were in. Molony recalled the smashing of a window before British troops flooded the building, 
and a voice ordering them to “Surrender, in the name of the King.”82 She said that “At this point 
I felt a pluck on my arm, and our youngest girl, Annie Norgrove – there are three or four sisters 
of them – said to me: “Miss Molony, Miss Molony, we are not going to give in? Mr. Connolly 
said we were not to surrender.” She was terrified, but there was no surrender about her.”83 
According to Molony, the women and girls were determined to see the Rising through to the 
very end, even as the British were breaking in and making arrests.  
Nor did the women try to hide behind their sex when directly confronted with British 
soldiers. Instead, Molony recalled, they actually discovered a slight advantage that they had and 
fully exploited it to hinder the soldiers. Upon entering the GPO and finding several women, 
instead of immediately assuming they were part of the rebellion, “The British officers thought 
these girls had been taken prisoner by the rebels.”84 Using the officers’ concern against them, a 
woman named Jinny Shanahan convinced the officers that, though the women were unharmed, 
there were hundreds of armed men on the roof waiting for the British.85 Her ruse was apparently 
convincing enough to delay the British, forcing them to take serious precautions before 
attempting to arrest the rooftop garrison and thus causing a delay in arrests.86 Molony was very 
proud of Shanahan’s quick thinking and praised her, saying that she “thought that was something 
for which Napoleon would have decorated her.”87 
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In addition to Molony, other prominent members of Cumann na mBan had forcibly 
inserted themselves into various garrisons by the end of the Rising. Winifred Carney and 
executive member Louise Gavan Duffy both made their way to the GPO independently due to 
the lack of official orders.88 Leslie Price, another Central branch member who had not received 
orders, first made her way to the Mountjoy Street area until she and the others with her heard a 
rumor they were ordered to disband. Rather than doing so, however, they remained for the 
duration of the hostilities in and around the GPO. 89 There were also Cumann na mBan members 
active outside of Dublin during Easter week. They joined the local Volunteers in Enniscorthy in 
seizing the town’s Athenaeum and set up a hospital.90 One member was badly injured in a car 
accident after assisting in the extension of Wexford operations into Ferns. Members of Cumann 
na mBan carried orders among Volunteer commanders in Cork and Limerick all throughout the 
week, and, later in the week, the Daly sisters traveled to Dublin and back with orders for 
Volunteers to rise in Limerick and Cork.91 Though the Volunteers in those cities did not rise, the 
local Cumann na mBan members, along with the Liverpool branch, sent aid to Dublin in the 
form of food parcels. The women of Cumann na mBan also mobilized in Galway and Belfast, 
often independent to or in spite of Volunteer orders.  
In addition to willingly putting themselves on the front lines during Easter week, the 
women of Cumann na mBan refused to back down when the British began making arrests. After 
the fighting had ended, many Cumann na mBan members were arrested and imprisoned 
alongside their male counterparts. In her wartime diaries, Dr. Kathleen Lynn kept a detailed 
account of the time she spent with prison along with several other women. On Monday, May 1, 
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she was taken to Kilmainham Gaol92, where she first shared a three person cell with Bridget 
Davis and Jane Shanahan, both of whom had also participated in the events of the Rising.93  
Elizabeth O’Farrell was also arrested and taken to Kilmainham later that same day, but her 
release was negotiated shortly thereafter by a man Dr. Lynn referred to as “Father Columba.” 
According to her account, Madeline Ffrench-Mullen and Helena Molony were also imprisoned at 
Kilmainham, as was Constance Markievicz, who was kept separate from the other women under 
a life sentence.94 She wrote that, while imprisoned, the women were almost always given poor 
rations and forced to listen as various Rising leaders and participants, such as Eamonn Ceannt, 
Michael Thomas Mallin, and Cornelius Colbert, were shot. She wrote that the women could hear 
the gunshots from their cells but had to wait to find out who had been executed.95 Just 8 days 
after they had arrived, Dr. Lynn and the other women were transferred to Mountjoy Prison and 
though Dr. Lynn described it as “clean and comfortable,” she also wrote that she’d “give 10,000 
[pounds] for Kilmainham and Madeleine [Ffrench-Mullen].”96  
Helena Molony also recorded the narrative of her time in prison in her testimony. 
According to Molony, the women who were arrested after the rising were held first in the Ship 
Street barracks for eight days, before they were transferred to Richmond Barracks and eventually 
Kilmainham Gaol. She wrote of the poor conditions the women were subjected to, first in the 
Ship Street barracks and then in Kilmainham. The mattresses on which the women slept, “were 
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all covered with vermin”97 which spread to the women within the first day. In Ship Street, there 
were allegedly several women kept in the same small room. She wrote that the women took great 
joy in the fact that the soldiers at the barracks were cut off from supplies and forced to eat the 
same biscuits and dry bread the women were fed.98 After their time in Kilmainham and following 
the executions of various Rising leaders, many women were transferred to Mountjoy and Lewes 
Jail in England. After being transferred yet again, this time to Aylesbury Jail, Molony wrote an 
article “describing the conditions of some of the prisoners there” which she claimed was 
smuggled out of the prison by Sylvia Pankhurst and published.99 Molony and the other women 
were eventually released on Christmas Eve, 1916.  
Years later, in 1936, the leaders of Cumann na mBan released a directive to all members 
to determine who, exactly, had served on the group’s executive between 1915 and 1922.100 The 
aim of that letter was to compile an accurate list of all women who had served on the executive 
during that time for the purposes of arranging a meeting. In 1934, the government passed what 
was known as the Military Service Pensions Act, with the purpose of granting benefits to service 
members of various groups who had participated in the Easter Rising and the War of 
Independence, including Cumann na mBan. In order to be eligible for the pension, applicants 
must have proved that they were killed or wounded while on active service.101 The inclusion of 
Cumann na mBan leaders in the MSPA demonstrated that the group’s military efforts both 
during and after the Rising were on the same level as the men who participated in those events. 
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They did not limit themselves to the traditional roles of women during wartime and violence, but 
rather created their own space for participation.   
Division and Common Ground: Cumann na mBan and the Irish Women’s Suffrage 
League, 1914-1919 
 The main reason historians so often dismiss the feminist efforts of Cumann na mBan is 
the groups’ temporarily strained relationship with suffragettes of the time, most notably their 
conflicts with Hanna Sheehy-Skeffington and her group, the Irish Women’s Franchise League. 
While these groups were admittedly sometimes in conflict, the nature of those disagreements, as 
well as the writings from both sides, demonstrate that the women of Cumann na mBan were not 
dismissive of the ideas of suffrage and women’s rights and also that they were sometimes even 
simpatico. Rather than attempting to secure the vote, the women of Cumann na mBan believed 
the path to equality could come from independence. Because they did not focus on suffrage, 
Cumann na mBan’s particular feminism was often criticized. While their ideas may have 
differed, the members of Cumann na mBan shared much common ground with Irish suffragists; 
both groups, at their core, advocated for women to hold a place of power and equality in Ireland. 
Prior to the Rising, they had gotten along very well, as evidenced by early collaboration efforts 
between Cumann na mBan and the IWFL.  
 Early in the group’s history, Cumann na mBan members and leaders worked alongside 
suffrage groups, and there were many instances of nationalists and suffragists collaborating on 
events. In April 1914, the Irish Women’s Franchise League, the premier Irish suffrage group led 
by Hanna Sheehy-Skeffington, held an event in celebration of women which they called 
‘Daffodil Day.’ As part of the event, they gave fifteen presentations of notable and prominent 
women, including Sappho, Joan of Arc and, most notably, the Irish Queen Maeve, a legendary 
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warrior queen from the western province of Connaught (also spelled Connacht).102 Several 
members of Cumann na mBan participated, including Constance Markievicz, who appeared 
twice as Joan of Arc. In 1936, Sheehy-Skeffington praised Markievicz performance as Joan of 
Arc, stating that “When years later I beheld her in action in the College of Surgeons, wearing the 
uniform of the Irish Citizen Army that earlier vision of Joan flashed upon my mind’s eye. They 
were not so far apart.”103 Daffodil Day, according to Ann Matthews, “was generally a very 
successful and harmonious event for the suffrage movement.”104 Furthermore, it demonstrated 
that collaboration between Cumann na mBan and suffrage groups was not only possible, but 
actually happened to a largely successful degree.  
Soon after Daffodil Day, however, relations between the women of Cumann na mBan 
and the Irish suffragists became temporarily strained. In an article published in the Irish Citizen 
newspaper in August of 1914, suffragette Marion E. Duggan took a jab at nationalist women, 
specifically the members of Cumann na mBan. In the article, titled “Votes for All Women,” 
Duggan conceded that “Women can do invaluable work for the various men’s parties,” followed 
immediately by the comment “Let us see to it that the labour women are not slaves, but free 
women, giving their services in consideration for support in getting the vote and other 
reforms.”105 This was an indirect attack on Cumann na mBan’s constitution, specifically its goal 
of “arming and equipping a body of Irishmen for the defense of Ireland.”106  It is important to 
note, however, than when they say “Irishmen,” they did not just mean men; they were using is as 
an umbrella term for Irish people as a whole.  
 
102 Matthews, Renegades: Irish Republican Women 1900-1922, 97. 
103 The Irish Press, 4 Feb 1936, as quoted in Matthews, Renegades: Irish Republican Women, 98. 
104 Matthews, Renegades: Irish Republican Women 1900-1922, 99. 
105 The Irish Citizen: Votes for All Women, 8 August 1914, in Louise Ryan, Winning the Vote for Women: the Irish 
Citizen Newspaper and the Suffrage Movement in Ireland, 56. 
106 Cumann na mBan: Constitution, August 1957, TSCH/3/S16299, Department of the Taoiseach, National 
Archives, Dublin, Republic of Ireland. 
Brandal 29 
 
Duggan was not alone in the belief that, in joining the nationalist efforts, the women of 
Cumann na mBan were allowing themselves to be nothing more than slaves to their male 
counterparts. Indeed, many of the activities outlined in the constitution would have fit into the 
traditional roles expected of women at the time. These included “dispatch [sic] carrying,” 
“removal and care of arms and ammunition,” “collecting for the ‘Defense of Ireland Fund’ and 
for all Dependents’ Funds,” and “commandeering supplies.”107 While fundraising and letter 
carrying would have been considered feminine jobs at the time, commandeering supplies and 
caring for arms and ammunition did not fit within the traditional sphere of so-called women’s 
work. In a 1914 issue, the Irish Volunteer, a nationalist newspaper closely associated with both 
the Irish Volunteers and Cumann na mBan said “We have been accused of making a bad start by 
the ‘Irish Citizen,’ the organ of the suffrage movement in Ireland” and offered the following 
rationale for their stance on suffrage: “Our excuse must be that we acted upon the motto of the 
Citizen itself. ‘To every man and woman equally the rights of citizenship.’ ‘From every man and 
woman equally the duties of citizenship.’”108 This quotation was one of the first times, though 
not the last, that Cumann na mBan or an associate explicitly argued for the assumption of 
equality of the sexes under an independent Irish Republic.  
Hanna Sheehy-Skeffington was for a time one of Cumann na mBan’s harshest critics. 
Though she played a large role in organizing Daffodil Day and coordinating with members of 
Cumann na mBan, she disapproved of several nationalist groups, even those that admitted 
women such as the Gaelic League and, of course, Cumann na mBan. She believed that those 
organizations still relegated women to traditional roles and, in doing so, prevented women from 
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achieving the equality they deserved.109 In addition to leading the Irish Women’s Franchise 
League, Skeffington served as editor for the Irish Citizen and often wrote for the paper, as well. 
Though her husband spoke out in favor of nationalism as early as 1912, she remained skeptical 
of the idea and the role of women within it, calling Cumann na mBan “nationalist slave 
women.”110 Like Marion Duggan, she did not always see Cumann na mBan’s efforts as 
beneficial to women in the same way that the suffrage movement was, and so she was quick to 
dismiss those efforts as meaningless.  
While suffragists objected to the nationalist movement in Ireland on the basis that it was 
led by men, the members of Cumann na mBan saw nationalism as a path that could lead to the 
emancipation of Irish women.111 In an article published in the Irish Citizen May 23, 1914, Mary 
MacSwiney argued that nationalism had to take priority in Ireland if women ever hoped to 
achieve suffrage. Since many Irish suffragists tried to compare their situation to that of suffrage 
in England, MacSwiney used the analogy of England under Germany’s control to explain her 
stance. “Can you fancy,” she wrote, “[British suffragette] Pankhurst herself hesitating, even if 
she honestly believed that by clinging to Germany she would get the women’s vote sooner? Even 
if such an unpatriotic course were possible to Englishwomen, it would be none the more 
acceptable to Irishwomen.”112 According to MacSwiney, Englishwomen should and would have 
patriotically focused their attention on freeing their nation, after which would come the issue of 
suffrage. Even if, for some reason, English women would not have put their nation before their 
sex, MacSwiney argued that Irishwomen should. She, like many others, held a strong sense of 
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pride in her Irish heritage and believed all Irishwomen should share that pride. She and the other 
women used that Irish patriotism to push their desired narrative of what the roles of women were 
in historical Ireland, and thus what they should look like in an Irish Republic.  
Pride in their Irish heritage was something that the women of Cumann na mBan shared 
with many suffragists.  Suffragists, especially those of the Irish Citizen, drew upon the ideas of 
the Gaelic Revival in much the same way that Cumann na mBan and Inghinidhe na hÉireann did. 
They, too, propagated the idea of a feminist Irish past, in which women were respected and 
treated as equals.113 Unlike the nationalists, however, suffragists used these figures not as 
ideological representation for their cause, but rather as a simple tool to garner support from men. 
They presented the argument that if nationalists (men, specifically) ignored ideas of feminism 
and equality, then they were ignoring a large part of their proud Irish heritage. They believed that 
the problems of sexism and equality within Ireland, which they were trying to address, would not 
simply be solved by expelling all British troops and establishing an Irish Republic.114 
That is not at all to say, however, that nationalist women would have been content with 
an Irish Republic that valued men’s rights over women. MacSwiney argued that “The women of 
Ireland want the Vote, but they do not want it nor would they take it at the expense of Home 
Rule,” and that the prioritizing of suffrage over nationalism would “injure the suffrage 
movement, and postpone indefinitely the fulfilment of our hopes.”115 MacSwiney’s argument 
reflected Cumann na mBan’s official opinion on the suffrage movement. For that group, home 
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rule was the most important issue in Ireland, and its members were certain that the best way to 
achieve suffrage in Ireland was to make it synonymous with nationalism.116  
Later on, however, “Sheehy Skeffington apparently put aside her differences with 
Cumann na mBan to walk with them in the funeral procession [for O’Donovan Rossa] through 
the city,117marking the beginning of another dramatic change in the relationship between 
Cumann na mBan and Irish suffragists. In September of 1916, following the events and 
aftermath of the Rising, various articles published in the Irish Citizen indicated growing support 
for the nationalist movement. In an article titled “Suffrage Casualties,” the paper admitted that  
The ranks of suffragists have been sadly depleted by the events of Easter Week: the Irish 
Volunteers and Citizen Army were suffragists almost to a man, the women prominent in 
the movement were all convinced and practical exponents of the doctrine of equality of 
the sexes and, like Chaucer’s Parson, what they preached they also practised in 
themselves.118 
 
In addition to recognizing the leaders of the Rising, including James Connolly, who was an 
outspoken “friend of suffrage,”119 the article acknowledged the women who partook in the 
Rising, the vast majority of whom were Cumann na mBan members. The Irish Citizen went from 
criticizing Cumann na mBan’s nationalist agenda to praising its efforts in favor of equality of the 
sexes. This change in attitude came as a result of the events of the Easter Rising, as well as the 
Republican Proclamation, for which participants in the Rising fought and died. The Proclamation 
declared that “The Irish Republic is entitled to, and hereby claims, the allegiance of every 
Irishman and Irishwoman. The Republic guarantees religious and civil liberty, equal rights and 
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equal opportunities to all its citizens.”120 Though James Connolly is often credited for that 
inclusion,121 it is likely that women such as Constance Markievicz and other Cumann na mBan 
members were at least partially responsible for ensuring that women would be granted equality 
under the new Republic. The Easter Rising demonstrated to suffragists that Irish nationalism was 
not just a movement for men.  
Though she had for a time been one of Cumann na mBan’s harshest critics, Hanna 
Sheehy-Skeffington was largely responsible for the change in attitude among suffragists, which 
took place primarily around 1919, three years after the Easter Rising. Her husband, Francis 
Sheehy-Skeffington, had been killed during the Rising, the events of which nudged his wife’s 
opinion in favor of the nationalist movement and the space that movement included for women. 
Despite their previous criticisms, women such as Dugan and Sheehy-Skeffington came to realize 
that independence was not a dream for only men, and that Cumann na mBan would not have put 
forth so much effort towards a republic that had no place for equality of the sexes. In 1919, 
Sheehy-Skeffington issued a statement on behalf of the Irish Citizen declaring the paper’s 
official pro-nationalist stance. She wrote “We recognize the right of the majority of the Irish 
people to mould its own destinies…we stand for self-determination of Ireland.”122 While the two 
groups continued to have disagreements, in just a few years the Irish Citizen went from accusing 
Cumann na mBan of being “slaves” to explicitly declaring their support of the nationalist cause.  
Part of the reason for this change in attitude was also the adjustment to Cumann na 
mBan’s agenda after the Rising. After the failed 1916 Rising, the nationalist groups such as 
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Cumann na mBan began to turn towards British elections to aid their efforts. Women were 
granted the right to vote in the 1918 General Election, and Cumann na mBan immediately seized 
upon the opportunity to reach out to women who supported their cause but may have been unable 
to participate in the more militaristic activities. They published a pamphlet titled “The Present 
Duty of Irishwomen” which encouraged Irish women to support the Sinn Fein party, as it was the 
only party that stood for “an educated and enlightened Ireland” and, more importantly, “an 
independent Ireland.”123  
After the 1918 election, Sinn Féin succeeded in winning a large electoral victory in 
Ireland; those who had been elected to Parliament refused to take their seats and instead founded 
a separate Irish parliament based in Dublin. This parliament, called Dáil Éireann (“Assembly of 
Ireland” immediately declared Irish independence upon establishment. In response to this, 
Cumann na mBan’s leaders changed the group’s constitution to reflect the new agenda for 1917-
18. The new official policy of the group consisted of three main points: 
To continue collecting for the “Defense of Ireland Fund” and any other fund to be 
devoted to the arming and equipping of the men and women of Ireland. 
To assist in the movement to secure representation for Ireland at the Peace 
Conference, by the election of republican candidates, etc.  
To follow the policy of the Republican proclamation by seeing that women take up 
their proper position in the life of the nation.124  
 
Though they continued to put out orders for drilling and training of women for combat, 
especially during and after the 1918 conscription crisis, thus prioritizing nationalism over 
suffrage, Cumann na mBan’s relationship with suffrage groups remained strong. The previous 
conflict was a result of Cumann na mBan’s militant nationalism, which traditional suffragists 
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didn’t approve of, believing nationalist spaces to be less useful for women’s causes and also 
putting women in a subservient position to the men. During and after the Rising, however, the 
women of Cumann na mBan demonstrated that their long-term goals actually aligned almost 
directly with Irish suffragists. While their ideas may have differed, the members of Cumann na 
mBan shared much common ground with Irish suffragists; both groups, at their core, were 
advocating for women to hold a place of power and equality in Ireland.  
Conclusion 
The 1916 Easter Rising, though ultimately a failure, has been widely regarded as a 
pivotal moment in the history of Irish independence. The Rising served as a catalyst for the 
larger Revolution, and many of the participants were hailed as Ireland’s own Founding Fathers. 
As is implied in that phrase, the women of Cumann na mBan, who were significant contributors 
in both the Rising as well as the rest of the Irish Revolution, have been erased or minimized from 
the narrative.125 Though a trove of primary sources, including the dairies of Dr. Kathleen Lynn 
and the journal of Helena Molony, have been readily available for the last century, historians 
have almost exclusively looked to sources from men to understand the events of the Rising. Most 
accounts have relegated those women to the role of nurses and messengers, which simply does 
not give due credit to the work they did.  
In a time when anticolonial, nationalist movements were dominated by men, Cumann na 
mBan was an explicitly nationalist group led by and comprised entirely of women. In 
simultaneously advocating for both anticolonialism and women’s rights, the women of Cumann 
na mBan undermined a perceived binary of male nationalist revolutionaries versus female 
suffragists. In addition, their feminism was unique in the ways that it was built upon nationalist, 
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specifically Irish nationalist, ideals and narratives. Building off of the ideas of the Gaelic 
Revival, Cumann na mBan constructed a narrative of historical Ireland based on their goals for 
the future. They used the image of a proud, historical Ireland, one in which women were given 
equal rights with the men, as the foundation upon which they intertwined their feminist agenda 
with the nationalism that was popular with men. Thus, for example, was the famous Republican 
Proclamation addressed to both Irishmen and Irishwomen, and claimed the allegiance of both, 
guaranteeing “religious and civil liberty, equal rights and equal opportunities to all its 
citizens.”126 By examining the writings and actions of these women, it is possible to paint a more 
complete narrative of both the Rising and the Irish Revolution. Such work not only restores 
agency to a group of women who have been largely forgotten by history, but also complicates 
the narrative of the women’s roles in global anticolonial and military conflicts.   
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